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Several days ago, I was driving home from one of my older son Sam’s baseball games. 
Due to scheduling issues, we had taken two separate cars, with Ed taking Sam for the beginning 
of the game and me joining them for the later innings.  Ed and Sam were in a parallel lane to 
mine as we made our way home. 

I pulled up next to Ed and Sam at a stoplight and gave Sam a wave.  The side window 
started descending, as if one of them was going to say something to me.  I started rolling my 
window down so I could hear them.  Before my window was halfway down.  Sam’s was on its 
way back up.  I assumed one of them had hit the button accidentally, and started rolling my own 
window up.  No sooner did I get it back in place than their window came down again.  So, I start 
opening mine a second time, and their window starts going back up, cutting off any means of 
communication. Ed and Sam were staring straight ahead, as if nothing were going on at all.  I 
started to think that the window on Ed’s car was malfunctioning in some way.

This happened THREE TIMES before I realized that my husband and teenage son were 
messing with me.  I finally look over and Ed and Sam have just broken up, laughing hysterically 
at their own mischief, beyond pleased with themselves that they have managed to rattle me and 
get me to roll down my window three times. I’ll admit that once I understood what they were up 
to, I laughed as well.  That night at the dinner table I took no end of grief from my family about 
what a gullible doofus I am. 

My children frequently say about me that “Mom can make a lesson out of anything.” 
They say this because I often see the world in images and metaphors that say something to me 
about the human condition or humanity’s relationship to our Creator, or any number of other 
subjects that are important.  I’m not shy about sharing those marvelous insights with my family, 
often drawing disdainful eye rolls.  Even though Sam pulling my chain with the car windows 
was just a joke, afterwards I kept seeing those windows going up and down in my head, the 
pathway to communication getting closed off every time.  I especially remembered how as I kept 
trying harder to connect with Sam he would make his move more quickly, so our windows 
would pass each other and Sam and I would miss an opportunity to hear one another.  It seemed 
obvious to me (if no one else) that our dueling power windows was an example of the ways that 
we try (and fail) to understand each other, of the missed connections and the and the deliberate 
distancing that keep us apart.  It seems to be part of being human that we don’t always read each 
other correctly, that even when we are at our best we fail to connect with each other more often 
than we actually get it right.

Today is Pentecost Sunday, the birthday of the church, the day when we celebrate that the 



Holy Spirit descended on the people of God.  It’s no accident that the Old Testament reading for 
today is the story of when God mixed up the languages among the human family at the Tower of 
Babel.  There is a line to be drawn, linking together the event when humans became separated 
from each other by language, inclined to stick together with our own tribe with the moment when 
the Spirit’s power enabled their descendants to understand each other again, if only for a brief 
moment.

I’m intrigued by the tower of Babel story, and still remember conversations about it with 
some of my classmates years ago in one of my Old Testament courses.  We debated vigorously 
over whether or not the creation of languages to separate us was the petty punishment of an 
insecure God, an inscrutable part of an opaque plan that is still playing out, a tough love move 
from a God who needed to protect us from ourselves, or some mysterious combination of all of 
those that we have yet to fully comprehend.

Let’s think about that for just a moment.  There is no denying that many things would be 
a lot easier if we didn’t have to navigate different languages – international diplomacy, 
commerce across borders, and reading the directions for assembling IKEA furniture all come to 
mind.  But, it is also clear that God sensed a need to hit the “pause” button.  Humans can be 
impulsive creatures, and we also like to assert our dominance over the rest of creation.  There is a 
distinct feel that God did not want to make it easy for us to act quickly on every idea we have. 
“This is only the beginning of what they will do,” God says, “nothing that they propose to do 
now will be impossible for them.”  Clearly, that’s not always a good thing.

Barbara Brown Taylor’s latest book Holy Envy: Finding God in the Faith of Others takes 
an intentional look at the tower of Babel story and its connection to Pentecost.  I hadn’t thought 
of my own conversations about Babel with my peers in many years, but her words brought it all 
back.  I remember raising the possibility in an Old Testament small group seminar ages ago that 
the mixing of languages might have been something more than a punishment, that diversity is a 
gift from God if and when we consider carefully what to do with it.  I’m not the first person to 
ever have that idea, and many people have had it since then, but I distinctly remember being shot 
down by a couple of guys in the group who insisted that the goal we are working toward is 
everyone speaking thinking doing and being THE SAME.  As I read Barbara Brown Taylor’s 
book, I felt validated and wished I had expressed myself as well all those years ago.

Here is an excerpt of what she says in Holy Envy: “Once God saw how things were 
working out for the people who spoke the same language, God revised God’s will.  God tweaked 
the humans, so that they were as various as all the creatures that God made…For reasons no one 
may ever understand, God decided it would be helpful for people to be different instead of the 
same, if only because it would slow them down a little bit.  God decided it would be good for 
them to have to stop on a regular basis and say ‘Could you say that a different way, please?’ or 
‘Can you show me with your hands?’  God decided it would be good for them to stop taking 
their communication for granted and work a little harder at trying to understand one another. 
One of the first things they understood was that there was more than one way to say something 



important…
By revising the divine will and creating a world full of people who spoke different 

languages, God chose variety over uniformity.  God created the conditions for multiple 
interpretations of everything that required speech to describe.  There was no longer one right way 
to say a true thing.  There were many ways to say it.  Even when our words pointed to different 
things, you could see how much they meant to the people who said them (Holy Envy, pgs. 
180-182).” 

If we think that Brown Taylor’s hypothesis is at least partially true, what does that Old 
Testament context say to us about Pentecost?  I love Pentecost – the red (my favorite color!), the 
energizing winds of the Spirit and cleansing fire of the flames…and the luminous moment in 
time when God’s children from so many different places are able to understand each other. 
Given the reality that such a phenomenon only happened once, what can we learn from it?  How 
can this piece of our history guide us going forward?  There are as many possibilities to answer 
those questions as there are stars in the sky, but I have a couple of thoughts that might be worth 
considering.

First, the language thing is so bizarre that it might cause us to overlook something equally 
extraordinary, and that is the transformative power of the Holy Spirit.  The Pentecost event is 
when Peter redeems himself.  Remember on Good Friday when Peter denies three times that he 
even knows Jesus?  It seems in that moment that Peter is beyond redemption…and yet…the 
Spirit descends, and Peter stands and with courage and clarity connects the life and ministry of 
Jesus to the promises of the Old Testament prophets.  From that moment forward, Peter is a 
leader of Jesus’ followers, one who shaped the community.  St. Catherine of Siena once wrote 
“Be who you were created to be, and you will set the world on fire.”  But the flames of the Spirit 
on that first Pentecost gave Peter the boldness to be who God created him to be.  It’s up to us 
now to set the world on fire.

  Peter also shows us that, regardless of what language we use, it is the Spirit who can 
give us the words we need to express who God is to us.  There will never be sufficient language 
to describe such a mystery, but maybe the diverse perspectives and pieces of the picture that we 
all bring increase the chance that we will get closer to the truth.  I can imagine that it would have 
been wonderful to have that experience of everyone understanding each other, even for such a 
brief moment.  I’m thinking, though, that the Spirit is always at work, helping us to sense each 
other’s humanity and find the points where our stories intersect.  We can sense that presence 
when we are paying attention.  If we can each thoughtfully articulate who God is to us, we might 
find more in common than we have ever before guessed.
And finally, I want to remain open to the possibility that the Spirit acts to bring us together even 
in our miscues and stumbles.  I have continued thinking about that hilarious moment when Sam 
was raising and lowering his window, getting me all flustered.  I was sure he had something 
important to tell me or ask me like “Will you stop at Safeway and get me some beef jerky?”  He 
didn’t…but the laughter that we shared over his prank, and him retelling his antics to his younger 



brother, drew us together in a way we hadn’t been connected in a while.  It can be hard for Moms 
to remain close to teenage sons, for a variety of reasons – but the Spirit can show up through 
humor and silliness, giving us a common language to speak even if only for a moment.  It 
doesn’t last long enough, but I’ll take it. So, 
where is the Spirit showing up for you these days?  I hope it’s in thoughtfully chosen language, 
in intentional listening, and in unconditional love.  Thanks be to God for the power and presence 
of the Holy Spirit – long may She reign in our hearts.  Amen. 

   


